Two

Xanthia

X

anthia ta Liethan roused all the black feathers on her tightly folded wings in annoyance, picked her bow up from where she had placed it on the ground and cocked an arrow.  Where did the damn thing go?  She absentmindedly tucked a lose strand of blue-black hair behind her ear and scanned the surrounding area.  Lifting her nose, she sniffed the air while her sharp eyes inspected the forest surrounding her.  Like most hierastans, she had a keen sense of sight, smell, and hearing.  She smelled nothing other the usual smells of the forest, only without the smell of nearby live deer.  With a quiet sigh, she straightened from her crouched position and looked up to see Thanithen flying over her head.  With another sigh, she turned her attention to the forest.  A gust of wind and the loud sound of beating wings marked the arrival of her hunting partner and mate.


“Are you trying to scare all the game away?” she asked Than, agitated, needing someone to vent her annoyance and frustration on, even though she knew there was nothing there worth killing at the moment.


Than completed his landing and folded his dull brown wings tightly against his body.  He shook his chestnut hair out of his eyes and gave her a glare for the tone of voice she had used on him.  “I circled the area before landing.  There was nothing,” he told her.  He put his hands on his hips and looked sternly at her.  “You should have told me you were going to land.”


She matched him glare for glare.  “Simply because you didn’t see anything doesn’t mean there is(or was(nothing there.  I saw a lone deer and made a soft landing so not to scare it.” 


He looked around.  “Well, it’s not here anymore.”


“Probably because you scared it, stupid,” she muttered to herself.


“What?” he asked, then shrugged as she dismissed it with a wave of her hand.  He looked around once more, then shrugged again.  “Come on, Xan, let us go look towards the north.  If we don’t bring something back this time, we’re in trouble.”  He started to turn away, but suddenly turned back to face her with pleading eyes.  “Please, in the future, tell me when you find something.  I had no idea where you went.  One moment you where flying next to me, then...” he shrugged.


“What do you expect me to do?  Shout at the top of my lungs over the deafening sound of your wings?”  She said sarcastically, still agitated.


“Use your Talent.”  He was exasperated.  “That’s what it is there for, no?  Why do you think we were assigned together?  It’s not just because we’re mated.  We’re Talents.  Use your inner voice,” he said in an exasperated tone.


At first she didn’t know what he was talking about, then it hit her.  “Oh,” she sighed.  “I keep forgetting I can do that.  It’s still new to me.  Sorry.”  She, like Than, was a Talent.  She had the ability to communicate mind to mind with another being that had the same ability, called Talent.  The Elders of her clan realized she was one of the gifted a few months ago, and had trained her remarkably fast, cursing themselves for not noticing it while she was still a child.  She had spoken with her mouth for the seventeen years of her life.  To suddenly find out you could communicate in some other manner was very new and uncomfortable to her.  It seemed a far too private way of communicating and she seemed to be the only one of the few Talents who felt somewhat uncomfortable in using it.


“It is nothing.  I understand what you are going through.  You have to get used to it,” Than said with a smile and touched her cheek fondly.  Then he turned around, spread his wings wide and with a few running steps, took air.  She sighed once again, an action she seemed to be performing a lot lately.  She took her arrow and returned it to her quiver, then strapped her bow on her back, making sure it was not in the way of her wings. 


A whistle from above her made her look up.  Thanithen was impatiently motioning for her to come join him.  She spread her wings and started running, beating them heavily.  Her feet left the ground and she beat her wings even faster to gain altitude.  Once over the trees and across from Than, she spread her wings once more and glided towards the northern area of the forest.


Xan looked below her, watching for any movement on the rapidly vanishing ground.  She couldn’t help but smile as she flew.  She felt so free and alive when she took air!  She looked ahead, squinting her eyes against the wind current.  Oh, how she wished she could fly past the Liethan boundaries and see the world.  She felt tempted every time she thought about the places beyond the outer boundaries, but knew she couldn’t.  The Elders of her clan never let anyone leave, except for special occasions.  As for those rare occasions, only an Elder could leave.  Not some seventeen-year-old girl of the hunting party.  Besides, she couldn’t leave Than.


A distinct sent in her nose caught her attention and she looked down again quickly just in time to see another deer.  It seemed luck was on her side today, which wasn’t common.  This newly seen deer was probably the same one she had seen earlier.  If she and Than were lucky this time, they might not come home empty handed.


Xanthia sought out Thanithen’s mind and found it. She gathered in the colors of her mate’s mind and wrapped them around herself.  Beautiful swirls of bright blue, maroon, and dark green.  Though Xan couldn’t see her own colors, Than said they were ice blue, dark green, and violet. 


Once she had a firm contact, Xan sent a short as possible message. “Deer below.  Going down.”

He looked over at her.  “Are you sure?  Do you need any help?” he asked dubiously.  He didn’t think she could do it!  Well, she was about to prove him wrong.


“No.  I can handle it,” she said curtly, then severed the contact abruptly.


She started slowly spiraling downward and looked for a place to land.  She saw a spot with an opening between the trees and made a soft and soundless landing.  The deer, grazing on some grasses, was only paces away and had not noticed her yet.  As quietly as she could, she took her bow from her back and an arrow from her quiver.  She cocked the arrow, then drew the fletchings to her cheek, aimed, and fired.  The deer dropped to the ground and after a few twitches, did not move.


Xan grabbed another and cocked it, creeping cautiously towards the deer, and made sure it was dead.  After a careful study, she let out a whoop and motioned the circling Than to land.  He turned his glide into a dive, pulling up at the last moment to landing gracefully beside her.  As soon as he landed, he saw the dead deer and grinned.


“Look out Elders, we’re coming in with a handful tonight!” he laughed, giving her a small hug and a kiss.


“And since I killed it you get to carry it,” she joked, rocking back and forth on her heels.  This new victory had changed her mood from grumpy and annoyed to joyous.


Thanithen snorted and dug out a net with a rope and a hook on the end of each side from a small sack tied around his hips.  A hierastan’s wings could only carry so much weight and neither she nor Than’s wings could carry their own weight plus a deer’s, so they had to share the weight between them.


Xan took her side of the rope and hooked the hook to her thick leather harness that went over each shoulder and around her waist.  Than dragged the deer over to the net and wrapped the deer tightly in it.  He took his own side of the rope and hooked it to his own harness.


“Ready to go, my lady love?” he asked with a smile that warmed her to her toes.


She smiled back and batted her eyelashes at him, saying, “Whenever you are, my simple lover.”  He threw his head back and laughed.


“Very well.  On the count of three.  One...Two...Three!”  They took air with a good amount of difficulty, but once they were high enough to glide and got in their wing beets sequence, it was smooth flying all the way back to the outway station.


As they walked into the outway station with the deer in tow, the guard that was on duty’s eyes widened in surprise.  He had obviously not expected them to bring back anything.  They hadn’t brought in anything for six full moon cycles, so she could see why he was surprise.


The guard motioned with his head to a table near the back.  She and Than picked up the dead deer and slapped it on the table with a grunt where the dinner preparers promptly scurried over to and surrounded it.  

All members of the clan ate whatever the preparers fixed for them.  Every member contributed something to the clan.  The hunters hunted and brought back meat to eat, there were gardeners who gave up everything they grew, the craftsmen made cloths to be distributed to the whole clan, and so on.


Two other Hierastas came and helped them with their hunting gear.  Xanthia new the hierastan that was helping her as Kian’delsh.  A handsome young male she remembered flying with once, but the relationship didn’t make it very far and they became casual friends.  He was currently good friends with Than and worked on aerial acrobatics with him.  If she remembered correctly, he mated to a food preparer named Mertathae just a couple of moons before.


“I just thought I’d warn you, Xanthia,” he said as he took her bow from her and hung her harness on the wall beside Than’s.  “Merta told me there’s been some commotion inside the inner boundaries.  I’m not sure what it is yet, but it has something to do with the Elders and some big decision.  Here, give me your quiver.”  She handed over her quiver absentmindedly.


“Commotion?  I wonder what’s going on,” she thought aloud.


“As I have said, I do not know.  Probably someone broke the Elders’ precious law.  You know how they enjoy their trial that they very rarely get.  Well, I have to go help get that deer cooked.  Good job, by the way,” he nodded towards the deer and winked.  “See you at dinner.” 


“Thanks, Kian,” Xan said.  He gave a wave of his hand and turned to go through one of the doors leading to another room.


Commotion in the inner boundaries could either be very good or very bad.  An exchange of words with Than confirmed he had heard the same.  She instantly started to worry and the frightening “what ifs” started running through her head, giving her a slight headache.


Than, as usual, noticed the slight worry line between her eyebrows and gave her a pat on the shoulder.  “No need to worry about it,” he told her.  “We’ll find out at dinner soon enough.”  She nodded, but still couldn’t help thinking about it.


Xan followed Than out of the station and into the air.  It would only take a few minutes to reach their home.  It was on the outer edge of the inner boundary, so they would get there shortly.  She couldn’t wait to get home and on her bed to take a short nap before dinner.


She looked over at Than, who saw her looking and started doing stunts in the air to cheer her up.  She laughed and went to join him, momentarily forgetting her worries.  She soared right underneath her mate, so close that his chest was barely touching her wing feathers.  Together they dived, then snapped their wings open just above the trees and gradually gained altitude, Than just a heartbeat behind Xan and his hands now on her waist.  They dived once more to land and Than took the lead, releasing her.


Xanthia landed beside her laughing mate just outside the Liethan inner borders.  He took her hand and they started down the path that led to their home, which was already visible.  They had a small house, nothing fancy and built by their own hands and help from their families.  It had an outer sitting room, a small storage room, and their bedroom.  The roof was slightly slanted so debris and winter snow would slide off and a window in the center that could be opened from the outside in case, for some reason, they landed on the roof and needed to get inside by that window.


“Well, what are you laughing about?” she asked.  She looked at him and thought herself lucky to have such a handsome and kind mate.  His shoulder length, unruly, chestnut hair that constantly fell into his dark blue eyes gave him a mischievous childlike look that she adored.  He stood about a hand taller than herself and was thin, with wiry muscle over that thinness.


“Why, you, Xanthia,” he answered, grinning at her.  She waited for the reason, but he gave none.  And by the foolish grin he was giving her, he was obviously waiting to be asked.


“Well?” she blurted out and his grin grew wider.  “Are you going to tell me?”  


“No,” he said, adding a small skip to his step.  She let out a growl from deep in her throat, which only made him laugh again.  She was about to join in his laughter when Chirsty popped out of the bushes right in front of their house, startling them both into jumping and letting out squeaks of surprise.


Chirsty was Xan’s closest friend since before they could fly.  Though her full name was Chirstim’annad, she went by a shorter version of her name as did most hierastans and by the look on her face, she had something serious on her mind.


“What is the matter?” Xan asked her friend.


“I just heard from the Elders that a new woman has just been raised Queen of Ocianna.”  Chirsty said, practically jumping with excitement. Than gave Xan a questioning look.  Something as simple as a new queen was not a thing Chirsty usually considered worth talking about.  There had to be more.


“And?” Xan and Than asked as one.


“And has bloody declared war on us!” Chirsty answered rapidly with a slight frown.  “King Andar sent two humans—humans, here!—to ask for help.  Reanth’s Ass, did they cause a stir!  There haven’t been humans here since, well, years before I was born.  Hells, I never e’en saw one ‘till today.  They certainly look a awful lot like us, ‘cept for the wings, of course.  Anyway, the Elders haven’t answered yet.”  She stopped for a moment, rocking on her heels and her hands clasped behind her back.  She looked expectantly from Xan to Than and back again.  “Just thought I’d let ya know.”


“You are kidding, correct?” Xan asked slowly.


“Kiddin’?  Kiddin’!  Xanthia, of course I’m not flamin’ kiddin’” Chirsty all but shouted.  “Why ‘n the lowest hell would I be kiddin’?  New queens ‘n Ocianna, declarin’ of wars, an’ bloody kings of Amora comin’ to hierastans with cries for help an’ you two go a thinkin’ I’m bloody kiddin’.  Sheezz!”  Chirsty threw up her hands in mock despair


“Alright I believe you,” Xan said and looked over at her mate to see what he thought of this news.  Than was staring at nothing, obviously deep in thought.


“What if the Elders agree to help? What will happen,” Xan asked.


“Dammed if I know,” Chirsty said and made a visible effort to brighten.  “Well, I’ll be goin’ now.  Kestrel wanted me ta dye ‘is feathers before dinner.  Sorry if I spoiled you’re evenin’.  Bye.”  She kissed Xan on both cheeks and shook Than’s hand, braking his line of thought and startling him, before disappear into the surrounding forest without a trace.


Than shook his head.  “She needs to watch her language,” he said absently, watching the spot where Chirsty was last seen.  “Why does she do that?” he asked after a pause.  Xan looked at him questionably.  “Just disappear into the bushes like that, I mean,” he explained.  “What in all the Heavens does she think the path was made for?” Xan chuckled.  Than just did not know Chirsty the way she did.  Chirsty did things the way she did for the sheer challenge of it. 


“Come along,” Xan said as she opened the door and went into the sitting room of their home.  She blinked a few times, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness, then walked over to her favorite chair, made especially for hierastan’s wings, and plopped down on it.  Than took the chair across the room and looked at her with an unblinking gaze, which meant he was thinking about something that involved her.  The room suddenly grew hot when he turned that gaze on her.


“Humans here,” he said in a very serious tone, turning his gaze to his feet and shaking his head.  “What if the Elders say yes, Xanthia?”  He fixed her with his unblinking gaze again and she suddenly felt very uncomfortable.  He knew how she always wanted to leave and once or twice he had even admitted not minding to go too.  She had a feeling his question had to do with her wanting to leave and she didn’t know how to answer him.


“I do not know,” she answered slowly and with a considerable amount of caution, trying to find some way to get around that which he wanted to know.  He stood up and started pacing the room, one of his hands rubbing his forehead.  She followed him warily with her eyes.  “When they answer and the answer is yes, then would be the time to ask such a question.”


He stopped and turned to face her.  “We have only been mated for not quite a year and not completely committed to each other.  Yet.”  He paused then blurted, “Will you go?  Will you leave me?”  He had the expression of someone who has to ask a question but was afraid of what the answer might be.  There was also fear in his eyes before they flickered downward and it took her a moment to realize why.  He was afraid she would leave him.


She jumped up and hurried to him.  “No.  Oh, no, Than, my love, my mate.  I wouldn’t leave.  Not without you.”  She lifted his head with a finger under his chin and smiled into his beautiful eyes, trying to ease the hurt she heard behind his words.  He looked into her eyes a moment, then he grinned back and wrapped his arms around her waist, under her wings.  She leaned her head on his chest and simply stood there listening to his heartbeat.


Xan knew she had just given up her chance of a long wished escape, but she didn’t mind all too much.  She decided she could stay happy just were she was.


“So you wouldn’t leave without me?” Than asked fondly into her hair.  “Good, because I don’t know what I would do without your beautiful face smiling up at me.  Except when you are mad or upset with me.  That temper of yours and the way you became so violent, I’d prefer you to be a mile away, at the lest,” he said with a chuckle then grunted when she backed away and punched him hard below the ribs with a glare.  Violent was she?  She’d show him violent.


“You had better—” she started to say, but was rudely interrupted when his arms roughly surrounded her and his lips met hers.


Xan broke off the kiss and glared at him even fiercer than before.  “You think you can redeem yourself with a good kiss?”  He could, but she wasn’t about to let him know that.


He grinned and shrugged.  “Did I?”  She put a finger on her lips in mock consideration and he gave her a pair of the saddest, innocent, puppy-sad eyes she had ever seen, which made her burst into laughter.


“Come on.  It has been a long afternoon and I’m tired.  I want to take a nap before we have to go to dinner,” she told him as she walked through the door and into their bedroom.  She sat down on the stool in front of her mirror and started to unbraid her waist length hair, picking out the dead twigs and leaves from the forest.


She could hear Than take a deep breath and let it out slowly behind her.  “If the Elders agree,” he said, “I think we should go.  The both of us.”  She saw her reflection’s jaw drop and pale blue eyes widen in the mirror.


“You know, you are very beautiful, but not all together attractive when you make a face like the one of a stranded fish,” he told her conversationally as he took the forgotten brush from her hand and started to brush out her hair.  


She closed her mouth with an audible snap, stood up, and turned to face him, painfully yanking her hair out of the brush.


“Do you really(?” she started to ask, then made her voice harsh. “Thanithen ta Liethan, are you joking with me?  If you are, that’s pretty mean.”  He studied her with his head slightly tilted and his eyes hidden by his hair.  She put her hands on her waist and stood, waiting for his answer.


“No,” he answered simply after a moment.  “I truly think we should go.  You’ve always wanted to leave and I wouldn’t mind going outside the Liethan boundaries.”  He turned her around, pushed her back on the stool and resumed brushing her hair.  She looked at his reflection in the mirror to see him wearing a small smile.


“So, we will go then,” she said with a short nod, a nod that was instantly echoed by Than’s reflection and she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.  “Beloved, I can’t believe how lucky I was to have caught and somehow held your attention and received your love.  The day you asked me to have you for all time was the happiest I remember.”


“Oh, no.  I recall you having all illegible males from twelve winters and up wanting you at their sides when they flew and I was one of them.  I remember the day I saw you as a full-fledged woman and instantly fell.  My love, you wouldn’t believe how many injuries I caused trying to eliminate all those who you seemed to like before you finally, as a last resort, saw me and decided to give this runt a chance.”  He said with a smile.


“Runt?”  She snorted.  “Hardly!”  Her tone turned serious.  “As I recall, Oh One Who Keeps My Heart Beating, you were the one with(”


“Enough!  I’m gagging over here!” said a familiar voice from behind them.  “The first two years with a new mate is bad enough without you two love sick fledglings coating something that sweet enough as is with sugar and honey!  You two are worse than Xan’s father and I were.”


“Mama!” Xan pretended to chide, “Are you not supposed to nock before you enter a dwelling that is not your own?”


“Oh, do stop that fool and give me a hug and a proper greeting, my child,” Zarill told her, holding out her arms.


Xanthia hopped up and did as she was told.


“What are you doing here?” she asked her mother as Than went to bow a greeting to the Herb Healer of the clan and Xan’s mother only to received an unexpected hug as well.


“I came to inform you that there are(” 

“Humans here,” Xan and Than said in dull, bored voices.

“Yes, we’ve heard,” Xan said.

“I see you have,” Zarill said with a raised eyebrow.  “Well, since you already know, I’ll be on my way.  I came out here to collect some herbs that grow around here and since I was all the way out here, I decided to let you in on the news.  I’ll go now and leave you two love larks.  Bye dear.”  As soon as Herb Healer Zarill appeared, she vanished.

“I really like her,” Than stated after a moment of silence.

Xan snorted.  “She certainly is a lot better than your mother.”  Than gave her a pained looked for a moment then laughed in agreement.

“So are we agreed to go if yes is the answer of the Elder’s?” he asked, turning serious in an eye-blink.

Xan nodded and became excited and eager then calmed herself down.  The Elders hadn’t said yes yet and they could be blind idiots at times.  There was a big chance they would say no, but she wished they wouldn’t.  She needed time to think this new news over.


Than finished brushing her hair with a last few strokes then braided and bound it with a black cord at the bottom.  He stepped back and examined his work with a smile.


“Now, you,” he said sternly, “get in that bed and take a rest.  I’ll be outside.”  He raked his fingers through his hair and pushed back the strands that had fallen into his eyes, which promptly fell back to original position, in his eyes.


“Why are you going outside,” she asked, trying to think of anything that needed to be done outdoors.


“I’m going to try a new trick in the air that Kian showed me.”  He grinned.  “It’s really spectacular.  I’ll teach you once I get the knack of in.”  He gave her a quick peck on the cheek and hurried out the door before she could protest.  One day he would get himself a broken neck doing those fool “tricks” Kian constantly showed him.


Xan shook her head and changed into her sleeping shirt and britches.  Her shirt, like all her others, snapped together at the nape of her neck then separated in the upper middle where her wings were connected to her back and snapped thrice more just below where her wings sprouted out.


Once changed, she climbed into bed, arranging herself in a half sitting and half-laying position so not to hurt her wings and be comfortable at the same time.  She had to think a bit before falling asleep though.  She could never sleep with problems on her mind and today had brought up quite a few.  First up were the newly declared war and the reason the humans had asked for their help.


Xan had never been in a war and had no clue as to what to expect in one.  Oh, she knew how to fight, her best skill was fighting with or without the aid of weapons, she just did not know how a war was fought.  The only thing she knew of wars was what she had heard in rumors during a previous war.  She had been alive during the first war between Amora and Ocianna, but had been a young one and the humans had not asked for the Hierastas’ help during that one.  This time the humans were asking for help though.  She didn’t think the odds were very good if they had to ask help of the private and rarely seen Hierastas.  So, she concluded, Amora is in trouble and needs the support of outside help.  Even though we aren’t exactly “outside” help.

Now the Elders.  She thought of the most likely effect on the Liethan Clan if the Elders’ answer was no.  Then, most likely and based on the presumption that Amora couldn’t handle this problem alone, Amora would loose the war and be conquered by Ocianna.  Being conquered by a neighboring country could be good, depending on what country and who the leader of the conquering country was, but could also be horrible.  The Elders weren’t fools and she trusted them to think of all possible effects.  The Elders, she finished, would have to say yes.  They make their decisions based on the good of the clan as a whole.  If they said no, there is a big chance it could result in disaster for all of Amora and the clan.  The Elders wouldn’t take that chance, the answer would have to be yes.  


Now she could go to sleep without worry.  The Elders would see the same things she had and be forced to answer yes.  She still didn’t know what to do in a war, but she would be with Than and together they would make it through the worst the world could throw at them.  Satisfied she closed her eyes and drifted into a light sleep so Than could easily wake her.  


A candlemark later, Thanithen came in and tapped Xanthia on the shoulder.  She went from sleep to full awareness the instance Than touched her.


“Come on, sleepy,” he said in a cheerful voice.  “It will be another half candlemark to get ready before dinner.  Food!  I know you have to be hungry.”


She opened her right eye to look at him.  He was already ready for dinner in his finest, a loose white shirt, pearl-gray tunic and hose to match.  He was cleaned up, but, as always, looked rumpled somehow. 


She opened her other eye and stretched before slowly crawling out of their bed and over to the washing bin and pitcher.  After washing away her sleepiness and any dirt and grime off she picked up her dinner clothing she had picked out earlier that day.  She took off her sleeping shirt and put on a white blouse then looked into the mirror to see what could be done with her hair as Than buttoned the back of her blouse up.  Finally she simply left her hair down, even though she knew she would have a time getting the knots out of her long hair when she got home.  When Than finished with her buttons, she put on a plain, long, woolen skirt.  She hated wearing skirts, they limited movement and were pure hell to fly and fight in.  But she wore one every night to the clan dinner because, according to the Elders, it was the appropriate thing for the females of the Clan to wear.


“Did you ever get the trick Kian showed you down?” she asked Than as she followed him out the door.


“Almost,” he answered with a grimace.  “I didn’t get high enough five times, just couldn’t get in the right position seven times, and actually fell out of the sky twice.  Luckily I was close enough to the ground that I only got a few painful bruises.”


Only after he spoke did Xan notice his slight limp.  She pulled him to a stop and started looking him over for bad injuries with him trying to fend her off.  Than could be very stubborn at times and would never admit to a serious injury.  Finally he just grabbed both of her wrists, put them at her side, and held them there.


“Would you stop it, Xan,” he growled.  She pulled her wrists free and rubbed her right wrist where Than’s symbol, a hawk standing out against a moon, was imprinted on a oval piece of metal, indicating she was his mate, had been pressed painfully into her wrist.  She put both hands firmly on her hips and glared up at him.


“Fine,” she growled back.  “I was just trying to make sure you were all right.”


He took a deep breath and said, in a softer, gentler tone, “Xanthia, I would tell you if there was something wrong.  Truly, I would.”


“As I said before, fine.  Let’s go,” she said harshly and stalked by him, heading into town.  She was in no mood to get in an argument with him.


Than was silent the whole way to the Liethan Village, which was wise of him because it gave her newly flared temper time to settle down before dinner with the whole clan.  The Liethan Village was small because there weren’t many hierastans in the clan.  The village was made up of houses like her own with a large, round, three-story building at the center were the Elders lived and the daily dinner and special gatherings were held.


Xan and Than stepped out of the forest and into the main clearing of the village.  There wasn’t much of a transition from forest to village. One moment you were in the forest, the next you are in the village.  


Xan looked around, almost everyone was already outdoors and either walking or flying towards the center of town.  Xan waved to some of her friends and made a small bow to an Elder who passed by.  She and Than slowly made their way to the center building were they saw Chirsty and her mate, Kestrel, waiting for them.  Xan quickened her pace, dragging along a still limping Than, and went to meet her friends.


“What took you so long?” Chirsty asked as soon as Xan was in hearing range.  “Now we’ll have to get seats farther back and we won’t hear any announcements the Elders might make.”


“Nice to see you too,” Xan said in mock sweetness.  Chirsty glared at her from lowered eyelids and frowned.  Xan turned her attention to Kestrel.  “Hello, Kestrel.  I hope we didn’t make you wait to long.”


“Oh, don’t worry so,” he said quietly with a shy smile.  “Chirsty exaggerates.  We only arrived a few seconds ago.”  


Xan had always felt sorry for Kestrel.  First off, she had pity for anyone who had to live with a female like Chirsty.  Secondly, she felt sorry for him because of his name.  His parents must have been mad to give their child the name of a long dead, famous ancestor.  Xan would have hated to been named after one of the ancestor founders, it set expectations one might not want to meet.


After an exchange of greetings, they entered the dinning room.  The room had a large table on a platform in the front were the Elders sat and two columns of eight tables leading back that each held sixteen seats.  The tables were already set and covered with food.  Chirsty chose the fourth table from the back on the right side and her mate and friends followed.


“I have some news for you, my friend,” Chirsty whispered loudly to Xan over the noise room as someone rang the dinner-warning bell.  After the warning bell sounded, anyone not presently in the dinning room would have a few minutes to hurry in before the doors were shut and the nine Elders filed in.


“And what’s that?” Xan asked.  Chirsty knew everything that went on in the clan and her “news” was usually the best you would ever hear inside the Liethan borders.

“Tell you later,” Chirsty said in a hurry as the heavy double doors to the room were being closed.  The room quieted.  “This is not the place nor time.”  Xan gave a short nod just as the Elders started coming through a back door.  


There were four females and five male Elders.  Each one was garbed identically in flowing, sky blue robes with a with white crystals around their necks and all carrying staffs with a crystal held by a silver claw at the top.  Each Elder had a separate color crystal on their staff representing their status and power.  Eldest Hanan lead the group, followed closely by all but one of the Elders, who was currently at the Rose Palace at the request of the king.  Hanan was represented as the Eldest by the slightly glowing white crystal on his staff while the others had blue, green, yellow, purple, black, red, orange, and pink.


Xan watched the Eldest take his seat at the center of the Elder table, then she happened to glance at her mate, whose eyes were bulging and mouth hanging open.  She looked around to see what had put that expression on her lover’s face to realize two humans had followed the Elders out and to the Elder’s table.  Xan felt her mouth fall open and she knew she must have been wearing the same expression Than wore.


There was one female and one male human.  Each took a seat on either side of the Eldest.  Xan studied them carefully.  Chirsty was right, they did look a lot like hierastans, with only a few differences.  Firstly, and most obviously, they had no wings.  They were also taller that any hierastan Xan had ever seen or heard of and in some way they were...well...wider, even thicker, that any hierastan ever known.


Her, and every hierastan in the room’s, attention was turned to the Eldest as he rose and loudly cleared his throat.


“Since we obviously have some—pardon honored envoys—unusual guests,” the Eldest said in good humor, “I think I had better get through the announcements before we eat.  If not, everyone in this room probably won’t eat a bite for the fill they get from wonder.”  A few shaky laughs followed his poorly made joke.


“These are two envoys sent directly from King Andar.  On my right,” the Eldest gestured towards the large nosed, lantern jawed, male, “is Envoy Jervaild and on my left is Envoy Shanna.”  Each envoy nodded their head at the mention of their name, but it was obvious to Xan that they didn’t know how to speak Hierastan.  If any hierastan wanted to talk to them, they would have to speak in Common Trade, which everyone knew to some extent.



“They have,” continued the Eldest, “come here to ask our assistance in a war between Amora and Ocianna.  We, the Elders, have decided, after careful consideration, to help them in the best of our ability.  There will be blank scrolls placed outside the doors on a large table.  We would like volunteers to go with the envoys when they leave, but if there aren’t enough volunteers, able members of this clan will be randomly picked.  That is all the announcements for today.  When you are finished eating, you may leave at will.”  Silence followed the Eldest’s speech and he slowly sat down and dug into his food.  As if him sitting down was some cue, the room instantly filled with chatter.


Xan and Than remained silent until they had both finished.  They bid a goodnight to their friends and Than bustled Xan out the door and into a secluded corner.


“Let us get right to the point Xan,” Thanithen said once they had stopped walking.  “Are our signs going to be pressed on that scroll?”


“I thought we had already decided that,” she answered him. 


“I’m making sure, Xan.  I want to know if there is any last minute regrets.  I’m still willing to.  But are you?”


Xan stiffened her back, looked him straight in the eye, and gave him a short and simple answer.  “Yes.” 


He slowly smiled and took her hand, leading her back to the entrance of the dinning room, only to run smack into Kestrel being pushed by a determined Chirsty in the direction of the sign up scroll.  Kestrel took Chirsty’s momentary surprise to push her hands away and head in the opposite direction, only to be jerked to a stop when Chirsty grabbed his collar, nearly choking him.  Kestrel let out a long-suffering sigh and remained still.


“Are you going to sign up?” Chirsty and Than said synonymously and Kestrel sighed again.  Chirsty gave her mate a glare.  There was no doubt in Xan’s mind of who was in the lead and made all decisions in the relationship between Chirsty and Kestrel.


“Yes, we are,” Xan answered for both her and Than.


Chirsty rounded on Kestrel.  “See,” she said, “They are going.  We should too.  Why do you have to be so stubborn?”


“Me?  Stubborn?” Kestrel sputtered.  “Chirsty, a hierastan never leaves his home.  Never!”  Chirsty snorted and rolled her eyes.

“If we don’t go there won’t be a home to return to.  And, yes, stubborn.  You are the most stubborn, blind, unreasonable, unreliable, stupid...” Chirsty went on further and further, calling Kestrel every name Xan could think of and more.  And by the look on Kestrel’s face, he had heard it all many, many times before.


Finally he threw up his hands in defeat and said in his quiet voice, “Fine, fine, we will go!  Will you not shut your mouth now?”  Satisfied, Chirsty obliged and shut her mouth. 


They all went to the large table.  Xan was the last to press her sign on the scroll.  She dipped the stick into the hot wax, dabbed an adequate amount on the scroll right under Than’s hawk on moon.  She slowly removed the circular piece of metal on a leather band from around her neck and pressed in face first into the wax.  After a few seconds she pulled the coin out of the cooled wax and placed it back around her neck and stepped back a pace to examine her work.  On the scroll, in a blotch of light yellow wax, was the symbol her parents gave her, a clearly pressed falcon topping a hill, the symbol called Xanthia. 


Xanthia elbowed her mate in the side to get him to be still.  “Would you stop fidgeting?  You’re making me nervous,” she whispered harshly.


“You should be nervous,” Than answered with the same amount of harshness, while absently rubbing his side.  “We’re about to leave our home for the first time in our lives and you tell me that I’m making you nervous!  Ha!”


They were standing at the end of the small group that was about to head out of the outer boundaries and onto an open road that lead to a town the envoys called Sandy Bay.  The envoys agreed to stop for a short while so the Hierastas could take one last long look at the Liethan territory before leaving it and heading towards the Rose Palace in Reinington.  The group had been traveling on foot for five days to get through the outer boundaries and onto a main road.  It would have only taken two to reach the road if the Hierastas got to fly, but by orders from the Eldest, they were forced to walk because of the humans.  Also because, for each group of four people there was one pack mule that carried the necessities of that group while traveling.


“Are we ready to go?” Envoy Jervaild shouted from the front of the group, startling everyone but his fellow envoy and the ones who hadn’t heard them because they were in the air.


Looks were exchanged along with a few whispers, and then a series of shrill whistles went up, directed at the flyers, which immediately began to land.  None of the Hierastas wanted to leave just yet, but none were willing to speak up to the humans.


“Well this is it,” Chirsty whispered in Xan’s ear, almost bouncing with excitement, standing beside Kestrel, who was almost shaking with fear.


“We are really about to leave, aren’t we,” Than whispered, knuckles white from griping the reins of their pack mule.


“Yes,” Xan answered.  “Ready?” she asked as the group began moving.


He smiled and took her hand.  “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
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